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Supporter of
sheriff got a

The volunteer deputy
received a perk that
most full-timers don’t

have. He might not be
the only one.

ROBERT FATURECHI

Formonths, Los Angeles
County Sheriff’s Capt. Phil-
Lip Hansen heard the grum-
blings: Deep-pocketed do-
nors and other well-con-
nected individuals working
as reserve deputies were
driving around in unmarked
Sheriff’s Department cars.
One reserve, a restaurant
owner who threw a fundrais-
er for Sheriff Lee Baca, was
frequently seen parking a
county-owned Ford Crown
Victoria outside his I.a Mira-
da restaurant, a popular
hangout for deputies.

Hansen, who heads the
volunteer deputy program,
was troubled by the reports
and asked for an accounting
of which reserves had take-
home cars.

Hewas stunned by there-
sponse. .

“Ibasically got nicely told
Ireally wasn’t authorized to
have that information,”
Hansenrecalled.

It turns out at least one
reserve —the Bacafundrais-
er — was assigned a county
car. A sheriff’s spokesman
conceded that other re-
serves may have had vehi-
cles as well, but he declined
to provide a detailed ac-
counting of how many re-
ceived such a perk.

Last year, the Sheriff’s
Department refused to com-
ply with a publie records re-
quest from The Times re-
garding take-home county
car use and gas consump-
tion by four reserves who
have given Baca political
support or gifts. The depart-
ment declined to even con-
firm the men were reserves,
despite all four Being named

county car

on department websites or
other publiclistings.
When reached by phone
last month, one of the four
men, Chris Vovos, refused to

- answer questions about

whether he had a take-home
car, hanging up twice.
“You're asking me for infor-
mation I don’t give my own

father,” he said.
Sheriff’s spokesman
[See Sheriff, AA5]
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Steve Whitmore did not con-
firm that Vovos was as-
signed a car until The Times
presented the department
with evidence.

Whitmore declined to say
how many reserves had cars,
but added that “being a do-
nor tothe sheriffhasnothing
to do with getting a car or
not.” q

After The Times’ inquir-
ies, Whitmore said, Baca re-
called any county vehicles
assigned to reserves and
planned to draft a policy to
prevent it from happening
again.

The department’s re-
serves, who are paid a dollar
a year, generally work under
the supervision of full-time
sworn deputies. Common
tasks include administra-
tive work and parking en-
forcement, though some
highly trained volunteers
are allowed to make on-duty

arrests and work in special-

ized units.

Hansen and others say
they can’t imagine under
what circumstances re-
serves would need person-
ally assigned county cars,
given that most full-time
sheriff’s deputies and many
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department  supervisors
don’t get the perk,

“There’s undoubtedly
staff out there who could use
a county car, but we can’t af-

ford to give it to them,” Han-

sen said, alluding to major
cuts in the department’s
budget in recent years. “I
could find you hundreds of
them.,” :

Maria Haberfeld, a pro-
fessor at John Jay College of
Criminal Justice in New
York who specializes in po-
lice ethies and training, said
the practice is a question-
able use of county funds and
could hurt morale.

“I have never seen a de-
partment that allocates ve-
hicles to reserves before they
take care of their sworn full-
time officers. That's un-
heard of,” Haberfeld said.
“This is not an operationally
sound procedure. On the
contrary, this is very bizarre
and doesn't sound ethical.”

The sheriff’s reserve pro-
gram has for years faced
criticism  of mismanage-
ment and special treatment.
In 2010, a state agency dis-
covered that the program
gave badges to volunteers
who flunked mandatory law
enforcement tests and at-

orter of Sheriff Lee Baca

tended classes at unauthor-
ized locations, including a
Four Seasons hotel, 20th
Century Fox Studios and
possibly a yacht. Among the
99 reserves who were either
stripped of their badges or
demoted as a result were
contributors, business-
people, at least one celebrity
— and Vovos.

In several cases, officials
discovered that some course
material and attendance re-
cords had been fabricated.
One trainee apparently
passed a firearms test de-
spite missing the target
completely.

Hansen said he was
brought in about two years
ago to clean up the reserves
program. After he was con-
tacted multiple times by
peers and subordinates who
believed reserves were get-
ting their own cars, he said,
he felt obligated to act. Car
assignments are not up to
him, but rather unit com-
manders across the depart-
ment. :

Hansen said he was wor-
ried that cars being person-
ally assigned to influential
reserves would be another
public embarrassment for a
program staffed by more

than 800 volunteers — one of
whom, Shervin Lalezary,
was recently lauded as a
hero after ending a massive
countywide manhunt by ar-
resting an arson suspect ac-
cused of setting more than
50 fires,

“I hate to see the very
good work of 800 or so like
Shervinbe overshadowed by
the excesses of very few,”
Hansen said.

The captain said special
treatment within the re-
serves program has been
cleaned up significantly in
the last two years. He sald
big donors still “take liber-
ties sometimes, guys like
that kind of walk in whenev-
er they want to meet with
execs. Other people need to
make an appeintment...
That's the kind of thing that
irritates a normal person,
but that's just life.”

Whitmore said Vovos was
not using his black Ford
Crown Victoria for personal
business, but rather to drive
around the county six days a
week to solicit equipment
donations from construe-
tion companies for the Sher-
ifi’s Department.

“These guys arerich,” he
said. “They don’t need free

cars.”

Sheriff’s Capf. Patrick
Maxwell, who heads the
Norwalk station, said he has
seen Vovos park a county car
forthelast twoor three years
outside his business, a res-
taurant popular with sher-
iff’s employees. Maxwell said
he alsohas often seen the car
parked outside a nearby
warehouse that he believes
belongs to Vovos.

Maxwell said that on
other occasions he has seen
Vovos with the car while in

got a personal county car

plainclothes, though he said
he had no way of knowing if
the volunteer deputy was on
duty at the time.

A 2008 audit commis-

_sloned by the Los Angeles

County civil grand jury to
look at countywide take-
home ¢ar use found that the
Sheriff’'s Department did
not vet requests for take-
home cars thoroughly
enough.

robert.faturechi
@latimes.com
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Molina, backed by
other supervisors,
presses for more
information on
sheriff’s reserves.
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ALos Angeles County su-
bervisor called on the Sher-
iff’s Department on Tues-
day to be more transparent
about how taxpayer dollars
are being spent within its
volunteer reserves program.

Supervisor Glorig Moli-
na’s comments came after
The Times reported this
week that at least one re-
serve deputy — a fundraiser
for Sheriff Lee Baca — had
been assigmdacountyaar,a
berk most full-time deputies
are denied. The depart-
ment’s acknowledgment
came after several initial re.
fusals to disclose that infor-
mation.

A motion introdueed by
Moling, and  approved
Unanimously, urged the
Sheriff’s Department torun
its reserves program with
“Integrity and accountabil-

Last year, the Sheriff’s
Department denied an in-
quiry about cars forreserves
by one of its own captains,
Phillip Hansen, who heads
the reserves division. Han-
Sen said he asked for the in-
formation after heari
complaints: about deep-
Pocketed donors in the re-
Serves program getting
take-home cars.

Molina said she was dis-
turbed that the department
denied information to one of

[See Sherifr, AAd4]
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its own managers and said
she has beenfaced with simi-
lar stonewalling recently
when asking for information
about the sheriff’s troubled
jails. }

“I feel for the captain be-
cause I feel like I'm in the
same boat,” Molina said.

The Sheriff’s Depart-
ment also refused to comply
with a public records re-
quest last year from The
Times regarding take-home
county car use and gasoline
consumption by four re-
serves who have given Baca
political support or gifts.
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The department declined to
even confirm that the men
were reserves, citing “the
confidential nature of some
assignments.” All four, how-
ever, are named as sheriff’s
reserves on department
websites or other public list-
ings.

Recently, sheriff’'s
spokesman Steve Whitmore
denied that any reserves
were assigned cars. After be-
ing presented with conflict-
ing evidence by The Times,
he acknowledged that one
reserve — Chris Vovos — had
a  personally assigned
county car. He conceded

that other reserves may

have had vehicles as well, .

but he declined to say how
many.

After The Times’ inquir-
ies, Baca recalled county ve-
hicles assigned to reserves
and planned to draft a policy
to prevent them from being
assigned again, Whitmo
said. }

The department’s re-
serves, who are paid a dollar
a year, generally work under
the supervision of full-time
deputies. Tasks include ad-
ministrative work and
transporting of evidence,
though some volunteers

make on-duty arrests and
work in specialized units.

Law enforcement ex-
perts said it would be diffi-
cult to justify assigning
county cars to reserve depu-
ties, given that most full-
time sheriff’s deputies and
many department supervi-
sors don’t get that perk.

Whitmore said Vovos was
not usinghis car for personal
business but rather to drive
around soliciting for equip-
ment donations to the Sher-
iff’s Department,

Baca has faced criticism
over the years about using
county resources on behalf

of contributors. On at least

two occasions, he'slaunched
special investigations in an-
other police agency’s juris-
dietion on behalf of donors.
In one case, a Beverly Hills
lease dispute involving a
contributor was assigned
“rush” status, generally re-
served for homicides and
other high-priority cases,
and theinvestigation wasre-
ferred to internally as a
“Sherifi Baca Special Re-
quest.” |

Molina said Baca's grant-
ing of privileges to donors
who are not entitled to them
has troubled her in the past.

get more information about reserve deputies

Baca could not be
reached for comment.

Molina said she expects
the Sheriff’s Department to
report back next week about
the reserves program, in-
cluding training, selection
and the use of such re-
sources as county cars. The
board has also called on the
department to explain why
it refused to comply with the
public records request from
The Times,

robert.faturechi.
(@latimes.com
ari.bloomekatz
@latimes.com



